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Disciplining Creativity:
Neoliberalism and Design Education
in New Zealand.

Two decades of educational reform in New Zealand have resulted in one of the
most market-oriented regimes of higher education in the OECD. In this environment,
enrolments in design and other creative degree courses that seem to provide an
opportunity for individual expression and self-development have greatly increased.
However, representatives of traditional industry sectors complain that there are hardly
any jobs for these graduates, and little in the way of career paths. The situation thus
seems to confound human capital approaches to education policy, in which tactics
such as high fees and student loans are meant to exert a conservative pressure on
course selection. How then should we view these new ‘creatives’? Are design
students simply dupes of the current education/industrial complex, doomed to
disappointing work in the service economy? Or are they romantic resistors of
instrumentalist educational policies? This paper employs a neo-Foucauldian
‘governmentality’ framework to undermine this opposition between power and
domination on the one hand, and individual freedom and subjectivity on the other.
Drawing on research into the recent constitution of Designer Fashion as a creative
industry sector in New Zealand and interviews with fashion design students, it
explores the ways in which ‘becoming creative’ relates to the current tertiary
education regime and state programmes and technologies for economic
development. Creativity thus comes into view as a ‘game of freedom’, performed
at the intersection of policy and ethos. In order to successfully produce themselves
as ‘creatives’ within the neo-liberal university, students become highly flexible,
self-regulated, entrepreneurial subjects for the globalised knowledge economy.
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“Blood, Sweat and Tears:” Disciplining The Creative in Aotearoa New Zealand
Paper submitted for FUTUREGROUND, 2004
Tertiary education in NZ is experiencing a ‘creativity explosion’ (Osborne, 2003).
Enrolments in degree courses in design and creative arts have been increasing
dramatically over the last decade. Disproportionate numbers of school-leavers
are choosing a tertiary course that will apparently lead to an expressive,
intrinsically rewarding dream career. This aspiration is a global phenomenon.
The British Design Council reported in 2000 that the total number of students in
design was up 24% over the last 4 years (UC Irvine School of Design Committee,
2002, 22). In New Zealand, fashion design degree courses, which have been the
focus of my study, increased their intake by a rate of 30 – 100% between 2002 –
2003 (Whittle, 2003). Typically, this ‘creativity’ effect seems intensified in NZ,
where two decades of educational reform have resulted in one of the most
market-oriented regimes of higher education in the OECD (Boston, 2003).
During New Zealand’s neo-liberalising period of the early 1990s the state
attempted to make individual choice the overriding operative principle in the
tertiary education market (Larner & Le Heron, 2002; Peters, 2001). The aim was
to increase diversity and consumer choice in tertiary institutions by doing away
with differences between universities, polytechnics, colleges of education and
waananga (Maori tertiary institutions), giving them all the opportunity to achieve
university status and award degrees. Efficiency in the sector would be achieved
through a ‘devolved contractual model of accountability’ through mission
statements and performance objectives, and student user-charges and loans
(Olssen, 2002). Education consumers would be responsible for managing their
own burden of risk in the labour market. For students in this deregulated and
highly individualised environment, choosing a course of tertiary study has literally
become shopping for a lifestyle. There is no centrally coordinated guidance
process for directing student’s choices. As they search for a meaningful and
enjoyable career, potential students are pitched work-leisure bargains via multimedia advertising campaigns from universities and industry training
organizations; or they collect shopping bags full of glossy course programmes at
Coca Cola Career Expos; or they surf career and education networks, accessed
through www.worksite.govt.nz , a portal described by the Associate Minister of
Education as “..a shopping mall offering you everything you want to know about
the NZ labour market ”.
Recent research into meeting secondary student’s curriculum needs has found
that their choice of subject is primarily motivated by expectations of enjoyment
(although the idea “that personal enjoyment might also be positively correlated
with the subject being perceived as easy was not borne out by the data” (Hipkins
& Vaughan, 2002b, 5). School surveys have shown beyond doubt that the
creative arts are among the most enjoyable subjects in the secondary curriculum
and that students would like more arts options to be made available, particularly
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in areas like drama and photography (Hipkins & Vaughan, 2002a).
In this cultural environment, realising an urge to “become a creative” through
tertiary study seems an interesting and complex choice, particularly because, as
Thomas Osborne has recently said,
…creativity is a value which, though we may believe we choose it
ourselves, may in fact make us complicit with what today might be seen as
the most conservative of norms; compulsory individualism, compulsory
innovation, compulsory performativity and productiveness, the compulsory
validation of the putatively new (Osborne, 2003, 507).
As the more competitive tertiary institutions busily re-brand their art, design and
media faculties as ‘creative’, it seems salient to consider the ways in which
‘becoming creative’ relates to a neo-liberal tertiary education regime and state
programmes and technologies for economic development, such as New
Zealand’s Growth and Innovation Framework, and the Creative Industry sector.
Is the creativity explosion simply a response to the structural needs of the
economy? If so, why do we not have a science-engineering-technology
explosion; or a business explosion? After all, encouraging more young people to
study in these fields is seen as a matter of urgency. Or is the unprecedented
interest in ‘becoming creative’ as much a matter of governmentality, as of
ideology?
Creativity as governmentality
Governmentality was Foucault’s term for the “encounter between the
technologies of domination of others and those of the self” (Foucault, 2000, 225).
In tracking the eighteenth century beginning of liberalism through to neo-liberal
ways of re-thinking government, he endeavored to show “how the modern
sovereign state and the modern autonomous individual co-determine each
other’s emergence” (Lemke, 2001, 191). In this sense, ‘government’ is
..any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken by a
multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques
and forms of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct by working through
our desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs, for definite but shifting ends
and with a diverse set of relatively unpredictable consequences, effects
and outcomes
(Dean, 1999, 11).
Since the early 1990s, a growing body of literature has focused on
governmentality in this sense (see Bratich, Packer, & McCarthy, 2003; Burchell,
Gordon, & Millar, 1991; Rose, 1999). Rather than looking for the sources of state
power, or how it is ideologically legitimated, analyses have examined the cultural
mechanisms through which governmental forms of power work – work that
happens “at the intersection of policy and ethos” (Bennet, 2003, 47). As a field of
enquiry then, governmentality describes how liberal rationalities attempt to
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instrumentalise certain versions of autonomy in the service of government
objectives (Dean & Hindess, 1998,15), so that populations and citizens are the
means of power, as well as the object to which power is directed (Bratich et al.,
2003,18). Governmentality studies are empirical, not realist (Rose, 1999,19), so
my research is not concerned with how creativity can be made to work, or
whether creatives are actually creative. Rather, I’m looking for the lines of force
that initiated the present creativity eruption in secondary school leavers. How
were particular strata of knowing and acting creatively laid down, and how do
they relate to this increasing flow of students wanting to express their individuality
by choosing to do something creative with their lives? This paper will attempt to
sketch the main lines of enquiry into the governmentality of creativity.
Disciplining creativity
Of course, creativity is a thoroughly modern concept. The actual word ‘creativity’
is first recorded in 1875 (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2004). ‘To create’ was
originally divine and not connected with the works of man until the sixteenth
century (Williams, 1988). By the eighteenth-century 'creation' had become
associated with human art and thought, and from this relationship, the word
'creative' emerged, in order to describe the excess of art over the merely “critical,
academic, journalistic, professional, or mechanical” in literary or artistic
production (OED). Then, as psychologists began to explore the notion of
personality, the ‘creative’ emerged as type of person. First appearing in the
1930s, by the mid twentieth century, ‘creatives’ were well established as
advertising types, and thus creativity as “the process of generating (socially)
unpopular ideas…. and convincing others of their relative value” (Runco &
Pritzker, 1999) was put into commercial play. During the 1960s, creativity
became part of a pychometric toolkit that measured an individual’s ability to
problem-solve their way through modern life; creativity became essential for
everyone “…the scientist, writer, artist, musician, advertising man, teacher,
salesman, and parent: in fact everyone who lives in any but the most hidebound
and unchanging way” (Shallcrass, 1967). Thus creativity began to become part of
the ‘regulatory grammar’ of a liberal society; one of the everyday “minute
disciplines” that seem so basic we can’t imagine a viable society without them
(Foucault, 1995). During the 1980’s, creativity began to spread out from the
individual to the group and organization (Rickards, 1999; Durling, 2003). In
response to the productivity slowdown in most industrialized countries,
management and business practitioners became interested in creativity, so that
during the 1990s over 600 books about creativity were published, (Runco &
Pritzker, 1999). In Foucauldian terms then, creativity became a totalizing
concept, a collection of ‘sciences of the individual’ specifically designed around
the problem of managing manpower. It began to be one of the micro-political
practices of governmentality specifically suited to flexible, post-Fordist conditions.
Foucault first showed how the regulatory practices of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries began to individualize and normalize populations, in order to

3

maximise their docility and utility for economic processes. This he termed ‘biopower’, “a form of anatomo-politics of the human body” (Foucault, 1990). The
techniques and technologies for the exercise of bio-power work in two different
ways. Firstly, through the techniques of domination, developed in the prison, the
hospital, and the school in order to classify and objectify individuals. For a long
time it had only been the important and powerful people who had their lives
chronicled, whereas “…ordinary individuality—the everyday individuality of
everybody—remained below the threshold of description” (Foucault, 1995). But
as the governmentality of liberal regimes developed techniques of notation,
registration, filing and tabling (Deacon, 2002), human objects became
describable and analyzable – they were laid out for individualization. The
construction of these comparable systems also made totalization possible. The
measurement of overall phenomena allowed the constitution of groups, the
collective facts and distributions within a given population to become visible
(Foucault, 1995). The dominant effect of disciplinary power is this ability to
individualize.
The power of the Norm ….individualizes by making it possible to measure
gaps, to determine levels, to fix specialities and to render the differences
useful by fitting them one to another. It is easy to understand how the
power of the norm functions within a system of formal equality, since
within the homogeneity that is the rule, the norm introduces, as a useful
imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual
differences (Foucault, 1995).
As well as the regulatory techniques of domination, bio-power works through the
‘technologies of the self’, the “…understanding(s) which the subject creates
about himself... that permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain
number of operations on their own bodies, their own souls, their own thoughts,
their own conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform themselves, …’
(Foucault, 2000). In so far as the objective classifications produced through
techniques of domination are accepted and taken up by individuals, so their
selves are also constituted. Thus, the way that creativity is objectively classified,
enables people to constitute their selves as creative.
“I’m not really a maths kind of person.”
Liberal education systems in the twentieth century relied on educational
management techniques based on fordist production-line metaphors (Gilbert,
2003). They processed pupils in standardized batches of year-groups and
classes, based on a set of behavioural norms about how people learned and
when they were ready to progress through the system. The primary individual
difference this system measured was each pupil’s relative progress through
curriculum subjects. Particular curriculum areas functioned as a kind of quality
control system for sorting the abilities of each individual pupil, with the
differences between the longer-established subjects acting as proxies for
different human qualities; for example intelligence which was measured by
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success in mathematics and science, or creativity, which was measured through
success in art and design. This process not only helped sort out who got access
to which forms of higher education (that is, it operated as a technique of
domination), but it also supplied individuals with sets of performable dispositions
by which to acquire certain attitudes, and through which to discipline themselves
(Prichard, 2001). In the process of acquiring these attitudes, people become able
to constitute themselves as “creative”, or “bright” (or not creative, not bright),
distinctions that are constantly drawn upon by students in identifying themselves,
and by their teachers in defining them. Fashion students, for instance are
reported as intelligent by their lecturers if they’ve taken science subjects at
school, and the students themselves seem unsure of their creative status if they
haven’t “taken art”.
Whatever the outcome, the point of this fordist mode of liberal education was to
foster self-regulation (Fraser, 2003). The new organizational forms and
management practices aimed to create more rational, cooperative and productive
students than those who had been subordinated to authoritative ‘drill and grill’
regimes. Pen Dalton (2001) has described the behavioural and therapeutic
knowledges that underpinned both the rational ‘systems’ (or ‘planning’ mode) and
the progressive ‘play’ mode of modern art and design education. These
psychological knowledges validated a specific, culturally dominant, ‘evolutionary’
model of creativity that involved linear, developmental and sequential thinking.
This was the model that became embedded in modern curricula as ‘design
process’. It provided a narrative of creativity that involved the student in following
a sequence of tasks; observation and drawing, accurate notation of the way
elements were structured, playing with ideas and colours, making prototypes,
modifying these in relation to external factors, etc (Dalton, 2001). But it is
important to understand that these new techniques for rationalizing learning
could only be effected through particular technologies of the self. Throughout the
design process, students were encouraged to think of and for themselves as
creative individuals; they were ‘subjectified’ by “linguistification of their internal
processes as a means of holding them responsible for those processes, thereby
augmenting their capacities for self-policing ” (Fraser, 2003, 164).
This “hermeneutic of the subject” (Deacon, 2002; Foucault, 2000) with its
foundation in the Platonic search for truth, was the main technology of creative
pedagogy through the twentieth century. Whether learned through ‘planning’ or
‘play’ modes, becoming creative required an intense hermeneutical processing of
the self, through a variety of techniques all designed to encourage
representations of the student’s own thought about anything and everything.
These techniques included the ‘sitting-by-Nellie’ studio mode of design teaching
(Swann, 2002 in Drew, 2003) and one-to-one tutorials under the pastoral ear of
the teacher. Work-in-progress was required to be discussed, oral presentations
were required to be made, workbooks with original drawings were required to be
presented for critique. Creativity was thus performed by attending to oneself, by
analysing and diagnosing one’s stories of inspiration, all of which gave impetus to
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the individualising procedures necessary to become a creative. And, through
attending to oneself in this way, performing creativity became not just a
“momentary preparation for living; it (became) a form of living” (Foucault, 2000,
96).
A recent re-reading of Foucault argues that he was conceptualising a disciplinary
society just as the ground was being cut out from under it and a new mode of
governmentality in a post-fordist era of neoliberal globalization was coming to
light (Fraser, 2003). In fact, Foucault recognised that discipline worked out in
different ways in different social and historical conditions, and that the form
discipline was taking by the end of the 1970s was starting to appear
‘uneconomic’ and ‘archaic’ (Lemke, 2004). Similarly, in tertiary education, during
the 1980s and 1990s, art and design education began to appear uneconomic
and archaic. The design disciplines, cobbled together in the mid twentieth
century to rationalize handicraft subjects, no longer fitted post-fordist divisions of
labour. The pastoral and confessional pedagogies that had generated the
creative individual through the middle of the century, began to come under
pressure (see Swann & young 2000). In New Zealand, the pressure came on first
through the implosion of the neat academic/vocational divide (via the 1990
Education Amendment Act), and then as the universities marketized, which
allowed more and more students to choose creativity as a career. At the same
time, governmental rationalities were beginning to objectify creativity in a
qualitatively different way.
Flexibilised creativity ?
There is not the space here to detail how Knowledge Economy rhetoric is
developing as a ‘technique of domination’ and how it is disciplining creativity in
New Zealand today. Briefly, through the Growth and Innovation Framework,
creativity has joined innovation as an extra magical ingredient for enhancing
productivity. The Creative Industries are proving an effective ‘other’ to old
economy industries (Thrift, 2001), enabling certain privileged sectors to be
measured, calculated and thoroughly re-imagined for the purposes of
management in a new, knowledge-based economy. The very recent
materialization of a New Zealand Designer Fashion Industry out of the old
apparel and textile industry is a good example of this (Larner, Molloy, &
Goodrum, n.d.; Lewis, Larner, & Le Heron, 2003). The Creative Industries
programme has also stimulated unprecedented interest in ‘being creative’ at both
the policy and the public level. It’s rhetoric is deployed to persuade education
policy-makers of the need to establish creativity as part of a core set of curricular
values in schools (Craft, Jeffrey, & Leibling, 2001; Buckingham & Jones, 2001).
As an explicit kind of bio-power, “Creativity must be fostered and allowed to
flourish….” Education Priorities for New Zealand, Ministry of Education, 2003).
However, the technologies of the self acquired at New Zealand tertiary
institutions must be practiced within the educational structures generated by new
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neoliberal education regimes. The institutions are highly managerialized,
marketized and subject to performative discipline (see Considine & Marginson,
2000, for an overview), but students and staff are still largely working within the
cultural expectations of a fordist discipline of creativity. Thus, for students, the
‘hermeneutic of the self’ is still required, but tends to be constricted through
modularised programmes, and lack of institutional resources - time, space and
personnel. Students still have to dredge up something ‘individual’ from
somewhere, however, ‘Just-In-Time’ for each new deadline. This is not
psychologically easy and takes its toll; student counsellors at least one New
Zealand university see many more design students than students from other
faculties, to the point where they have written to management with “….grave
concerns over the “blood, sweat and tears” that are sending students in alarming
numbers to visit the counsellors…at the Health Clinic…” . Student counsellors
think this is positive, because it means these students are learning coping
strategies. In fact, it could be argued that through these visits students are
learning to outsource the individualizing inputs they need in order to ‘become
creative’. In this small example, we begin to see how creatives might become
‘flexibilized’, and how their ‘technologies of the self’ embody a characteristic mix
of repression and self-regulation (Fraser, 2003) that could come to represent
‘creativity’ in a neo-liberal regime.
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